Zoning & Planning Committee Report

City of Newton
In City Council

Monday, July 20, 2026

Present: Councilors Baker (Chair), Wright (Vice Chair), Oliver, Getz, Dahmubed, Kalis, Albright,
and Gordon

Also Present: Councilors Leary, Roche, Block, Lucas, and Malakie

City Staff: Katie Whewell, Acting Director of Planning; Nora Collelo, Chief of Long-Range
Planning; Cat Kemmet, Chief of Current Planning; Amanda Wolfe, Senior Planner for Long-Range
Planning; Andrew Lee, Senior Assistant City Solicitor; Hattie Kerwin Derrick, Director of
Community Engagement & Inclusion; Josh Morse, Chief Operating Officer; Dana Hanson,
Mayor’s Chief of Staff; Miles Starkey, Committee Clerk

Others Present: Jeff Riklin, Chair of the Upper Falls Historic District Commission (HDC); Ralph
Abele, Newtonville HDC Commissioner; Nancy Grissom, Auburndale HDC Commissioner; Tim
LeBlanc, Newtonville HDC Alternate Commissioner; Nancy Greenberg, Chestnut Hill HDC
Commissioner

All agendas and reports, both past and present can be found at the following link:
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-
committees/zoning-planning-committee

For more information regarding this meeting, a video recording can be found at the following
link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5JvS-F38dYg

#65-26 Requesting discussion and amendment to Section 1.5.3 of Chapter 30, Zoning
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR requesting discussion and possible zoning amendments
to Section 1.5.3 Setback to allow for transformers to project into the setback.
Zoning & Planning Held 7-0 on 05/11/26
Zoning & Planning Held 6-0 on 06/22/26

Action: Zoning & Planning Held 8-0

Notes: Cat Kemmet, Chief of Current Planning, joined the committee and shared a
presentation (attached) that described the nature of transformers and their locations in relation
to the setback.


https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/zoning-planning-committee
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/zoning-planning-committee
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5JvS-F38dYg

Zoning & Planning Committee Report
Monday, July 20, 2026

The committee was joined by representatives from Eversource: Peter Bowman, Jason Kaminsky,
and Rick Schifone. Mr. Bowman said there are times when transformers are not identified on
plans early enough, which can cause issues when construction occurs. Mr. Kaminsky said
applicants submit energy load letters and a site plan to Eversource, who then determines what
equipment is necessary. Customers then ultimately make the decision where the equipment will
be located given Eversource’s restrictions for accessibility and proximity to buildings.

A councilor asked about Eversource’s location restrictions and if that information could be
provided to City staff. Mr. Kaminsky said they follow OSHA guidelines regarding how close a
transformer is to a building, window, or doorway. Details can be found in Eversource’s “Blue
Book” which is publicly available.

A councilor asked if underground transformers were more expensive than pad-mounted
transformers. Mr. Kaminsky clarified that Eversource is restricted to overhead and pad-mounted
transformers in Newton with a few exclusions. The councilor asked how frequently transformers
need maintenance. Mr. Kaminsky said the agreement with homeowners is that transformers
will be maintained in a fashion to achieve their life cycle of 25 years.

A councilor said it seems like issues with the location of transformers starts with the design
process and falls on the developers and builders. The councilor asked how loud transformers
are. Mr. Kaminsky said the sound from transformers should be negligible and not a recognizable
hum like with electrical substations.

A councilor spoke about their experience with the location of transformers and special permits
in the Land Use Committee. The councilor also said that they would appreciate coordination
with Zoning & Planning on this issue.

A councilor said that it felt like the transformer location issue is being pushed onto the City
Council because developers don’t have the foresight to work with Eversource or City
departments closely.

A councilor said they wanted a better understanding of the requirements in the Eversource
“Blue Book” and restrictions on transformer locations.

A councilor asked if Eversource provides guidance during the design stage and if the City should
recommend that developers coordinate with utility companies earlier in the design phase. Mr.
Kaminsky said that Eversource always welcomes the opportunity to engage with customers
sooner if they have the necessary documentation, which often includes plans and diagrams from
an electrical contractor.

A councilor asked if the Planning Department could analyze the presented examples, learn more
about other locations where a transformer could be placed, and learn if locations within the
setbacks are truly necessary.
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A councilor said that it may be a good idea to incorporate presence and/or location of
transformers as part of the criteria before projects are allowed to appear before the Land Use
Committee.

A councilor said that earlier conversations with Eversource are important and asked if a process
can be formalized to ensure that discussions between developers and Eversource occur at the
beginning of the design process. The councilor noted that Ms. Kemmet’s presentation raised the
guestion as to whether there are situations where it is appropriate to allow installation within
the setback outside of obtaining a variance.

The Chair asked the Planning Department to think about how to formalize early action
conversations with Eversource and to look at setback standards so that some of the setbacks
may be preserved to hold a transformer and to not force the transformer out onto the sidewalk
area.

Councilor Oliver motioned to hold, which passed unanimously 8-0.

#244-26 Appointment of Catherine M. Feerick as Director of Planning
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR appointing Catherine M. Feerick as the Director of
Newton's Planning Department pursuant to Section 3-3 of the City Charter. (30
days: 08/12/2026)

Action: Zoning & Planning Approved 8-0

Notes: Planning Director appointee Catherine Feerick joined the committee. Ms. Feerick
described her background in economic development and her interest in Newton’s diversity of
neighborhood culture and architecture.

A councilor asked about Ms. Feerick’s initial goals in Newton. Ms. Feerick said she would like to
become acquainted with Newton’s neighborhoods by learning from City Councilors, prominent
business owners, and individuals who bring many projects before the City.

A councilor asked about utilization of historic tools regarding redevelopment. Ms. Feerick spoke
about the impact of transportation on the urban fabric of historic centers like the loss of foot
traffic that can impact small businesses. She mentioned that historic architecture may need to
be utilized in novel ways to foster community engagement.

A councilor asked about the relationship between housing and business development in village
centers. Ms. Feerick spoke about her professional experience in Attleboro and how important it
was to create a residential base to help support and expand business interests in historic
centers.
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A councilor mentioned their interest in development over the Mass Pike and the $100,000 in
funding that had been acquired to study such development.

A councilor asked about economic development, revenue, and housing. Ms. Feerick said the goal
is to increase the tax base without increasing the tax burden on individual ratepayers. She also
discussed the importance of commercial and industrial uses that generate revenue for the city
while moderating the impact they have on residential property value.

A councilor asked about dealing with traffic concerns when new housing units are built. Ms.
Feerick talked about the importance of building for complete communities where it is less
necessary to use cars and traveling on foot is more accessible.

A councilor asked Ms. Feerick how she had balanced competing objectives in her previous work.
Ms. Feerick described her experience with the mill district in Attleboro and focusing on
compatible uses while reviewing requirements like parking ratios.

A councilor asked about transparency and clarity in terms of reporting and the information that’s
made available to the public. Ms. Feerick expressed support for engaging with public record
requests and utilizing social media communications to connect with the community proactively.

A councilor asked Ms. Feerick what attracted her to the position of director in Newton. Ms.
Feerick spoke about her love for neighborhood planning and the opportunities for that work in
Newton compared to her previous roles in Foxboro and Attleboro.

A councilor asked how Ms. Feerick felt about the concept of human-scale development. Ms.
Feerick said she fully endorses that approach for a city like Newton and emphasized the
importance of avoiding monoliths that can harm the neighborhood feeling.

A councilor asked about Ms. Feerick’s thoughts on how to address teardowns. Ms. Feerick talked
about her experience in Foxboro where older, historic homes would be torn down and replaced
with duplexes. Ms. Feerick said she does not have experience with Newton’s specific issue of
single-family homes being replaced by more expensive single-family homes but was happy to
review all potential solutions that the Planning Department is currently working on to preserve
affordable housing with architectural and historical significance.

A councilor asked about Ms. Feerick’s planning experience in Foxboro, which has a unique
dynamic due to Gillette Stadium. Ms. Feerick spoke about her experience trying to implement
the MBTA Communities Act and balancing the interests of a large corporation and a town
meeting government structure. The councilor also asked about the Planning Department’s role
in regulating aesthetics. Ms. Feerick spoke about balancing existing neighborhood charm with
the drawbacks of being overly prescriptive on how architecture is implemented.

Councilor Oliver motioned to approve, which passed unanimously 8-0.
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#242-26 Discussion on Historic District Commissions
COUNCILORS BLOCK, BAKER, GETZ, WRIGHT, GORDON, FARRELL, and ROCHE
requesting discussion of the workload of the Historic District Commissions, the
process for appointment of Commissioners, including how they can be
nominated by Councilors, the number of vacancies on the various Commissions,
the qualifications sought, and the administrative support provided to the
Commissions. (180 days: 01/09/2027)

Action: Zoning & Planning Held 8-0
Notes: See notes for item #239-26.
#239-26 Request to amend ordinances to create a Local Historic Districts Commission

HIS HONOR THE MAYOR requesting discussion and possible amendment to the
Newton Revised Ordinances that will allow the Auburndale, Newtonville, and
Upper Falls Local Historic Districts to be governed by a single Local Historic
Districts Commission. (180 Days: 01/09/2027)

Action: Zoning & Planning Held 8-0
Notes: The Chair asked for the discussion on items #242-26 and #239-26 to occur in
parallel.

Hattie Kerwin Derrick, Chief of Community Engagement & Inclusion, joined the committee. Part
of Ms. Kerwin Derrick’s role involves overseeing the City’s numerous boards and commissions.
She spoke about the challenge in finding members for all boards and commissions, not just the
Historic District Commissions (HDCs). This has led to issues obtaining a quorum at meetings,
which costs residents both time and money because their projects cannot move forward. A
councilor noted that there is a 60-day “hardship” provision that does allow for projects to be
approved if a quorum is unable to convene.

A councilor asked what kind of outreach and advertisement the city performs to find residents
to serve on the HDCs. Ms. Kerwin Derrick said notices have been put into the newsletter of both
the Mayor and the Planning Department. City staff also makes direct contact in the community
to try and recruit residents to serve. She noted the time commitment as one of the primary
barriers in finding new commissioners.

A councilor shared their hesitancy in consolidating the HDCs and suggested that this may be a
down period in membership that could rebound. Ms. Kerwin Derrick said that the challenge in
finding new members for the HDCs is not new and membership has been declining across
multiple administrations. She noted that if the three HDCs in the proposed consolidation were
at full strength with commissioners and alternates, there would be 42 members that Historic
Planners would be responsible for coordinating. Ms. Kerwin Derrick said that local
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representation would not be lost in the consolidation and it would allow for Historic staff to
spend more time on training.

A councilor asked if membership of the proposed consolidated HDC would be drawn from the
members of the existing HDCs. Ms. Kerwin Derrick said that members of the existing HDCs would
need to reapply and go through the interview process. The councilor asked if a consolidation of
the HDCs would increase the workload on Planning staff or result in longer meetings. Ms. Kerwin
Derrick said the Planning staff has told her that the smaller number of members would make
their workload more manageable and make Planning staff more available to work with
residents. The councilor shared a resident’s idea that would make the composition of the
consolidated HDC contain a fixed core of professionals (realtor, architect, and lawyer), the
appointee from the Newton Historic Commission, and a revolving group of three commissioners
from each constituent HDC.

A councilor talked about the resistance they had heard from current HDC members on the
proposed consolidation, such as worries about the increased workload on the commissioners
and losing some of the working knowledge specific to their historic districts. The councilor said
they did not believe the consolidation would be a good idea.

A councilor described a conversation with a constituent who experienced a late notice
cancellation of a HDC meeting which greatly disrupted the resident’s project timeline. The
councilor shared their interest in pursuing the consolidated HDC and agreed with another
councilor’s idea of adjusting the proposed composition.

Andrew Lee, Senior Assistant City Solicitor, joined the committee to discuss the composition of
the HDCs. Attorney Lee stated the composition is dictated by statute and that variation is
possible but wanted the committee to keep in mind that the composition would need review to
ensure consistency with the statute.

A councilor said part of the concern from the administration’s perspective is that the Planning
Department is potentially using a significant portion of their time administrating the HDCs that
could be better utilized somewhere else that may greatly benefit the city.

The councilor said they would like the chairs of the HDCs to work together with the
administration and find a different solution that would benefit the HDCs, the Planning
Department, and the city.

A councilor asked how many applicants had come forward for the Auburndale HDC. Ms. Kerwin
Derrick noted that there are two active applications for the Auburndale HDC, but the
administration was not moving forward in the interview process because of the proposed
consolidation and the uncertain timeline of when the City Council may hear the appointment
items.
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A councilor said the HDCs are an opportunity for residents to participate in the city’s politics and
a consolidation of HDCs would not be village orientated.

A councilor said the application process should be reviewed and they believed there are many
qualified residents who have been rejected.

A councilor said there is the potential to lose even further members of the HDCs if the
consolidation was approved and spoke about how successful the HDCs have been in preventing
demolitions.

A councilor asked about the residency requirements for the HDCs. Attorney Lee said that
Newton’s ordinance states that each HDC must have at least two members who are residents
of the district, which goes beyond state law requiring at least one member to be a resident. The
councilor recommended utilizing publications like Fig City and the Newton Beacon to advertise
and help find qualified candidates.

Ms. Kerwin Derrick said that although there are many qualified professionals (realtors,
architects, and lawyers) in Newton who can serve on the HDCs, there must be care taken when
selecting commissioners due to potential recusals or ethics concerns for residents who may
perform professional work within the city.

The Chair invited members of various HDCs to speak before the committee.

Jeff Riklin, Chair of the Upper Falls HDC, joined the committee and spoke about his long-term
service on the Upper Falls HDC and the sense of community that comes with serving the district
he lives in. He believes that it is the Auburndale HDC specifically that deals with regular quorum
problems, not the Upper Falls or Newtonville HDCs.

Ralph Abele, member of the Newtonville HDC, joined the committee and spoke about the
importance of maintaining the membership of architects on the commissions, which he believed
may be lost if the HDCs were to consolidate.

Nancy Grissom, member of the Auburndale HDC, joined the committee and spoke about how
distinct each district is from one another and how that could be problematic if they were
consolidated.

Tim LeBlanc, member of Newtonville HDC, joined the committee and spoke about his repeated
requests to be a member of the Auburndale HDC and the opposition from the Newtonville HDC
to the proposed consolidation. Mr. LeBlanc said more effort should be made to recruit new
members.
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Nancy Greenberg, member of Chestnut Hill HDC, joined the committee and spoke about the
challenge in finding the application to become a commissioner on the city website and
uncertainty in the application process.

A councilor commented that he did not believe there were the required 16 votes on the full City
Council to approve the consolidation and the administration should focus its efforts on outreach
to gain new members and support the commissions administratively.

The Chair took a straw vote to gauge the committee’s support for the consolidation of the three
HDCs. The result of the straw vote was 3 councilors in support, 5 councilors against.

Councilor Baker motioned to hold, which passed unanimously 8-0.

#193-26 Reappointment of Michael Alperin to Newton Affordable Housing Trust
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR reappointing Michael Alperin, 87 Clifton Road, Newton
as a member of the Newton Affordable Housing Trust for a term to expire on
June 17, 2028. (60 Days: 07/31/2026)

Action: Zoning & Planning Approved 8-0

Notes: The Chair offered the committee the opportunity to comment on the
reappointment of Michael Alperin to the Newton Affordable Housing Trust. There was no
discussion on the reappointment.

Councilor Getz motioned to approve, which passed unanimously 8-0.

#194-26 Reappointment of Judy Weber to the Newton Affordable Housing Trust
HIS HONOR THE MAYOR reappointing Judy Weber, 21 Belmont Street, Newton
as a member of the Newton Affordable Housing Trust for a term to expire on
June 17, 2028. (60 Days: 07/31/2026)

Action: Zoning & Planning Approved 8-0

Notes: The Chair offered the committee the opportunity to comment on the
reappointment of Judy Weber to the Newton Affordable Housing Trust. There was no discussion
on the reappointment.

Councilor Getz motioned to approve, which passed unanimously 8-0.

The committee adjourned at 10: 38 p.m.

Respectfully Submitted,

R. Lisle Baker, Chair
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Background

* City has adopted sustainability related exemptions (heat pumps in the setback,
insulation above FAR, vestibules, etc) but not for transformers

e Stretch code and the Electrification Ordinance has led to increase in need for
transformers

* Increasing number of development projects requiring zoning relief related to
transformer location

City of Newton
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Function of Transtormers

» Electrical transformers are devices that change the
voltage of electricity, allowing 1t to be delivered to
specific sites at a voltage suitable for homes and
businesses

* Depending on site and voltage required, they may be
pole- mounted, pad-mounted, or installed underground.

* Increasingly common 1n small residential projects and
very common 1n mid to large size projects

City of Newton
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Siting Transformers

Size:

 Transformer size varies but usually several feet wide by several feet
long

* Example: A 24-unit building included a transformer measuring 5.1
feet by 3.7 feet

* May also require concrete pad or protective bollards, if in a high-
traffic area

Placement:

e Location must be easily accessible for maintenance and repair

* Should also be set away from other structures, equipment, or
plantings

» Topography, existing wiring and utilities, and stormwater systems
also influence location

City of Newton
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e Transformers are considered structures and must meet the same setback

requirements that apply to the principal building

* Planning staff underscores the importance of clarifying transformer locations
on site plans early and often

« However, final transformer locations sometimes evolve due to unforeseen
field conditions.

» This can cause delays, additional special permit/variance requests, additional
administrative reviews, and 1ssues with zoning compliance

City of Newton
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Setbacks

Setbacks can vary by district for similar building types

» Example: Front setback 1s 25 feet for a pre-1953 lot in the Single Residence
districts, but can be 0 feet in MU4, VC2 and VC3.

A single-family attached dwelling project in MR 1 requires 25-foot front, side,
and rear setbacks, all of which may be waived and/or reduced by special permit

« Smaller sites are more constrained with the siting of transformers and often
have few options to comply with setback requirement

 Even minor shifts in transformer location can create zoning violations or
conflicts with approved plans

City of Newton
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Setback Relief

Opportunities for setback relief are inconsistent

Possible pathways:

e In Multi-Residence Districts, single-family attached developments may seek special permit relief

e No special permit option available for commercial, single family detached, or multifamily
projects, which require a variance

e Projects pursuing a comprehensive permit can waive setback requirement through the 40B
process

e Public service corporations can petition the City for an exemption, though this 1s uncommon

 Where no special permit is allowed, can seek relief through a variance. The variance process 1s
likely to be an easier path to approval than in the past under newly enacted changes to Zoning Act

City of Newton
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e 24-unit multifamily in an MR3 district

Example 1 e Transformer was located on approved plans .1 feet outside

. the required minimum setback
1S5 Lexington Street (MR3) e As-built plans show it .6 feet within the setback, requiring a
variance despite fairly minor change

Approved for building permit Submitted for occupancy
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Example 2

o N
1149-1151 Walnut Street (MU4) [l
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Approved for building permit
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790 Watertown Street (MR1)

e 3 unit single family attached residential
development

58
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9‘_._________,_.---"'"'"'—"._-_______________._-—

e Setback of 25 feet required but reduced to five
feet from Eddy Street via special permit

e Only allowed because of the single family

attached use- single family homes/multifamily
projects could not get this relief via special
permit
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Questions for Committee Discussion

e Should transformers be treated differently from structures for setback purposes, similar
to heat pumps?

e What level of encroachment into the setback 1s appropriate?
e Should screening requirements be incorporated?

 How should the ordinance balance: electrification goals, utility requirements,
neighborhood 1mpacts, and predictable zoning administration?

City of Newton
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